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Can you say with confidence that your child is well aware of their own boundaries? Can you be sure that they are assertive and confident when it comes to the physical and emotional limits they set for themselves? Are you positive that they know how to respect and accept others’ boundaries and what they represent? Do you think they have it in them to take responsibility for their actions, responses, and reactions?


As a parent, it is our responsibility to protect our children from harm. It is our job to ensure that they feel comfortable around the people they hang out with, and our obligation to teach them about emotional regulation, safety, and healthy boundary-setting. Teaching children about healthy boundaries enables them to keep themselves safe; it encourages the expression of their needs and wants in constructive ways. It allows them to say ‘no’ to things they don’t feel comfortable doing and stand their ground without feeling guilt or remorse. Teaching them about the importance of setting healthy boundaries is one of the most effective ways to protect our children from physical, emotional, and mental abuse at the hands of others and ensure that they grow up to be independent, assertive, and confident adults.


This teaching also promotes responsibility towards their behaviors, life choices, and values. When they set boundaries for themselves, they also learn to respect boundaries set by others. When someone experiences the violation of a boundary, they become less likely to do the same to someone else. This teaches them tolerance, empathy, and compassion towards others.


When children are young, they may be naïve regarding the dangers of abuse. This guide aims to teach parents how to start the important conversation with their children about appropriate and inappropriate touch and speaking up when they feel violated in any form. The following seven-step guide will cover a range of topics including the importance of personal space, respecting diversity, establishing concrete rules while still encouraging inquisitiveness, and even role-playing techniques to teach physical and emotional boundaries to children.
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Introduction


How many times have you wanted to say no in answer to your child’s unreasonable demand, only to give in and say yes instead?


Probably more times than you’d care to admit.


As parents, especially of today’s generation, we often fall victim to the fear that if we say no to our children, they will start hating us. We fear they will learn to live without us and not come back to visit once they leave the nest. We don’t want the label of a bad parent stuck on our backs, with other parents judging our skills when our child throws a temper tantrum at the grocery store. In the quest for perfect parenthood, however, we sometimes forget the kind of role model we should aspire to be for our children.


Every time we say yes to them for something unreasonable, it sets the wrong example. Children see that they can get away with anything they want in life if they make a little fuss, act out, and cause a scene. The danger here is that this behavior can carry on as they grow, resulting in them becoming the kind of selfish individual who believes that they are entitled to have anything their heart desires, regardless of others’ feelings. As they enter adulthood and are hit by the realities of work, life, and romantic relationships, they become dumbfounded when anyone denies their request.


Learning to set healthy boundaries early therefore is pivotal for a child’s empathic development. You want to raise someone that you are proud of, that acknowledges and respects others' needs for personal space, and that knows when they should say no without fear of rejection, shame, or guilt.


So what exactly is a boundary?


In the simplest of terms, a boundary is where one thing ends and another begins. A personal boundary is a limit that an individual sets to define what they allow and don’t allow, what they will and won’t do, what behaviors they will tolerate and what they won’t.


All humans, whether they know it or not, have boundaries at the extreme limits of what they can stand. When the body reaches its physical limit, it experiences pain. When an emotional boundary is breached, we experience emotional pain, anger, and stress. Some people are experts at pushing themselves to their limits, but no one can get rid of their most extreme boundaries entirely, and the very act of even reaching these inherent boundaries can result in lasting trauma. Most people have self-imposed boundaries within the limits of the more extreme inherent ones to avoid this (such as lifting weights until your arms feel tired rather than lifting weights until your arms are physically damaged).


Like adults, children have boundaries too; they just likely aren’t aware of them. They might lack experience with the world, with interpersonal relationships, or with the way they themselves react physically or emotionally to stress. Despite being told that it is wrong to bite or hit others, children do. Despite being told that they mustn’t talk to strangers, they’re inclined to start up a conversation with anyone they find interesting out of sheer curiosity.


Setting healthy boundaries for children is therefore extremely important. They must learn the behaviors that are allowed, acceptable, and tolerable, and the behaviors that are not. Healthy boundaries assist children in building essential life skills like patience, resourcefulness, problem-solving, discipline, and responsibility. It makes them more resilient and independent. When they learn to say no, they learn self-care. They learn to put their needs first and to prioritize themselves. Since parents are a child’s first teacher in the school of how the world works, the responsibility rests on them to teach children how to set healthy boundaries. Parents can help children understand the many written and unwritten rules that make up society right from home; the home is a child’s first exposure to the world, and can serve as a kind of miniature trial version of the wider world and how it works. Setting healthy boundaries can help children integrate themselves more easily and healthily into social situations that they encounter as they grow up.


A lack of boundaries has the potential to cause one of two extreme problems later in life. On the one hand, children that lack an understanding of the boundaries of others may become entitled and privileged as they grow. They might become surprised or upset when they’re told ‘no’ or are denied what they want, and they might not treat other people with the respect they deserve.


The other issue that might arise from a child not understanding boundaries is a potential lack of awareness of their own needs and limits. For example, children who don’t know how to set boundaries and who don’t know what is and isn’t appropriate touch are at higher risk for being abused without even understanding what abuse is. Even in a less extreme example, a child who doesn’t know how to say ‘no’ might find themselves in a situation where they’re overwhelmed by all the responsibilities they’ve reluctantly agreed to. Both situations can have lasting negative impacts on a child as they grow.


Therefore it is essential that children learn to establish healthy boundaries early on. It helps them and others around them to feel safe and comfortable in their own skin.


The goal of this guide is to equip parents with the right tools and strategies to start the conversation of setting healthy boundaries with their children. The following seven steps will help to define the word boundary, discuss its many facets, instill the importance of the concept, and foster discussions that are important for the development of both parents and kids.


 


Chapter 2: Explaining Personal Space to a Child


Ever had someone stand so close to you that you can smell their breakfast or count the number of teeth they have? Gross and uncomfortable, indeed!


As grownups, we know that extreme closeness to a stranger isn’t something most people are comfortable with. Major invasions of personal space can even be reported as harassment, especially in the workplace. But how would we define personal space to someone who has never heard of the concept? Is it something like an invisible hula hoop that one carries around their waist? Is it something that goes away if you’re familiar with the other person? When do we need to be aware of others’ personal space while in public?


Little kids are naturally curious, and one of their favorite games might be touching everything within reach. From grabbing a handful of mom’s hair to flipping a light switch on and off just because it’s there, kids are drawn towards new textures and objects that they can interact with and learn about through touch. This curiosity extends to interpersonal touch, which might include anything from unannounced hugging to kissing, poking, slapping, and licking things and people. There is a time and place to be curious and to explore the world of touch, but youngsters don’t come pre-programmed with a list of what’s appropriate to touch and what’s off limits.


How did our parents prevent us from touching things and people we shouldn’t have? How did they teach










How to Begin
















Activities to Encourage Respecting Personal Space
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